THE RETURN TO MAUGLAIVES

"After, dopo" she repeated.

"Sign/5 said Jean-Noel, pressing down on the old woman's shoulders
as she knelt before him.

He could feel the thin collar-bones under his fingers; by pressing a
little harder he could have broken them.

He was taking his revenge, taking his revenge at one blow on all the
old who had despoiled and ruined his sister and himself. He was taking his
revenge on all the ancestors who had delivered them up, their heredity
weakened and impoverished, to a universe in which they could not com-
pete. He was recovering at one blow the fifty millions that should have
been their family inheritance; he was obtaining restitution of the for-
tune for which he had been brought up and without which he was no
more than a cripple.

" Put your initials in the margin against the erasure."

"How hard you're pressing on my shoulders, how lovely..." Lydia
was saying.

He was taking his revenge for the kisses of the old upon his infant
cheeks, he was taking his revenge for the death of his great-grandfather
Siegfried, who had collapsed in his nursery; he was taking his revenge
for the fear in which he had held his grandfather, the giant Noel; he
was taking his revenge on this hysterical old woman for Ines's old
lovers whose conversation in the bathroom had blighted love for him.

He knew that he was abject; he savoured his abjection.

He knew that he was the stronger, with the strength of a child who
tears the wings from a fly.

"And now this one; come on, sign!  It's the last."

It was a general power of attorney to the bank covering all personal
and real estate.

By signing Lydia was endorsing her complete spoliation.

"You wanted to have me at your mercy by your contract of separa-
tion of property. This'll teach you, this'll teach you!" thought Jean-
Noel

He caressed her back, he caressed the millions stuck to her old hide.

"Oh, how lovely .. . again/' she moaned.

The most beautiful girl with the freshest of skins could have aroused
no greater carnal stimulus in Jean-Noel than did this haggard old
woman with desiccated breasts who clung to his calves.

She gazed, panting and fascinated, at the signs he displayed of un-
faltering virility.

"You're the man .., you give the orders," she said.

And she signed the last document.

"Now come," she said, "come."

There was a quality of madness in her entreaty.

Jean-Noel had thought to complete his revenge by leaving her thus,
while he held the signatures, But his nerves clamoured for gratification.
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